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Abstract 
 
This paper questions some of the dominant assumptions about the relationship between 
technological proficiency and what counts as good practice within the university setting.  That is, 
it is now widely regarded as impossible for academics to educate their students without using 
inclusive and dialogical methods of instruction.  In the modern university, this is often measured 
by an effective use of technology.  However, this paper argues, first, that progressive education 
emerged, not as an inevitable pedagogic advancement, but rather as an historical contingency; 
second, that progressive education is itself premised upon a number of domain assumptions 
about the nature of identity which have been challenged within the wider domain of social and 
cultural theory; third, that the new valorised practices of progressive education depend upon the 
old derogated practices, but this reliance is downplayed or disregarded.  Thus, it is argued that 
the use of progressive education, in particular with its new-found technological component, is as 
much an issue of professional ethics as it is of pedagogy. 
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Technology, progressivism, inclusivity: learning to be a ‘good 
teacher’ in the contemporary university. 
 
Introduction 
 
The development of  the “smart” lecture theatre, with its vast array of gadgetry controlled from 
the one compact lectern is now commonplace in most western universities.  Indeed, Academic 
Staff Development Units, Audio Visual Units, Information Technology Departments and 
Computing Services spend considerable hours and money not only bringing academics up to 
scratch with the new technology that these lecture theatres offer, but also guiding them as to how 
to make use of all the technology the university is able to access.  This includes old faithfuls like 
video recorders, slide projectors, overhead projectors and microphones, as well as newer and 
more complex artefacts such as video conferencing, audiographics, the world wide web, touch-
screen theatre control systems and computer based learning.   To be able simultaneously to dim 
the lights, turn off the microphone and overhead projector, run the VCR, and set up video 
conferencing with the flick of a switch is often the result of a successful graduation from one of 
the many staff development programmes on offer.   As most of us are aware, the purpose of such 
technologically advanced lecture theatres and equipment is neither to bamboozle academic staff 
nor accumulate the latest software but rather to advance the state of teaching and learning in the 
academy.   As Hart and Bagdon (1997, p1) state ‘students are becoming more discerning 
consumers.  They expect high quality learning opportunities and better service.  Advances in 
educational technology offer the potential to create new learning experiences  that cannot be 
accessed any other way’.  This link between technology and new and better learning experiences 
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for students places the academic as responsible for improved quality learning experiences.  In 
this climate, it is increasingly impossible for university educators to educate their students 
without using inclusive and dialogical methods of instruction, and in the modern university, this 
is often measured by an effective use of technology.   
 
For example, at Queensland University of Technology (QUT), monthly newsletters entitled 
‘Teaching Technology: Technology issues in teaching and learning at QUT’, are sent to all 
academic staff, and cover news on developments in the use of educational technology for 
teaching and learning.  These newsletters encourage staff to utilise (or learn -  through the 
regular Educational Media Facility sessions advertised in each newsletter) a variety of 
technologies in order to improve the quality of their teaching.  It is also assumed that this will 
correlate to an improvement in student learning.   Also at QUT, the Academic Staff Development 
Unit (ASDU) encourages staff to participate in techno-mastery courses, and includes questions 
about the mastery of technology in Student Evaluation of Teaching Questionnaires (SETs).  
Finally, QUT’s Teaching and Learning Plan (1998-2000) includes ‘objectives which seek to 
provide learning opportunities for a diverse range of students, to provide courses of study which 
are flexible and consistent with best practice and which provide stimulating learning 
experiences’ .  All this is to be achieved, in part,  by ‘making use of appropriate technology’.  
Moreover, ‘technological advances open up opportunities for adding newer and more innovative 
methods to the spoken lecture and face-to-face seminar’    
 
The outcome is that rote learning, a failure to use a variety of visually stimulating resources 
(anything from OHTs to advertisements) or simply reading lecture material is positioned as 
inappropriate for the student of the new millennium.  As QUT’s ‘Teaching and Learning Plan’ 
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(1998-2000) maintains ‘students have increasingly high levels of expectation about the use of 
information technology in both delivery and their learning’.   We will argue that such an 
emphasis on flexible delivery through technology and its links with improved learning 
experiences for students has a history and is advocated because of the need to treat the student as 
an active citizen.  While this clearly has technical implications there are also ethical 
considerations.  These may include negotiation with students over issues as diverse as 
assessment, course participation and teaching and learning methods as well as the encouragement 
of open discussion in all forums.  This inevitably leads to the democratisation of the ‘classroom’ 
 where ‘teaching staff gradually relinquish control over what, when and how content is learned’ 
(Ballantyne, Borthwick and Packer: 1997a, p3).  
 
Thus, technology becomes instrumental to the ethical reorganisation of teaching, and the use of 
that technology valorised as an ethical necessity.  Consequently, if an academic remains 
underdeveloped in a technical sense, they are also positioned as underdeveloped in an ethical 
sense. That is, if a lecturer lacks the effort to become a technologically cogent teacher and 
learner, then this is an ethical issue with regard to their commitment as a good teacher.   
 
In light of this increasingly important relationship between technological proficiency and good 
teaching (and learning) practice, this paper briefly examines modern forms of university 
instruction, such as the tutorial, the seminar, and the lecture, and argues that the link between the 
technical and ethical dimensions of teaching is to be found within certain liberal-humanist tenets 
of personal growth and development.  Moreover, we will maintain that the valorisation of this 
style of instruction, which aims at a (carefully calibrated) freedom in relation to the university 
student (and academic staff member) has required the derogation of certain old instructional 
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techniques (such as rote learning) because they are seen to compromise the necessary mutuality 
of this freedom-education couple.   
 
In order to address these issues, this paper has been divided into three main parts: first, we 
outline the historical roots of progressive education.  In doing so, it is argued that progressive 
education emerged, not as an inevitable pedagogic advancement, but rather as an historical 
contingency, the result of specific educational experiments.   Second, it is argued that, not only is 
it a historical contingency, but that progressive education is itself premised upon a number of 
domain assumptions about the nature of identity and personal growth - assumptions which have 
been challenged within the wider domain of social and cultural theory.  Finally, it is argued that 
the new valorised practices of progressive education depend upon the old derogated practices, 
but this reliance is downplayed.  That is, progressive education is often underpinned by 
significant elements of the traditional model, but these elements are generally missed, ignored or 
hidden. 
 
The historical contingency of progressive education 
 
A whole series of assumptions about what is ‘good practice’ in university teaching environments 
inform the ways we set out to instruct.  Imagine one is charged with running a tutorial: what is 
permissible, and what is beyond the limits of good practice is something which is rarely made 
explicit, but most educators and students know the rules anyway.  Reading something out for 
three hours is not permissible; neither is telling the students to learn three things off by heart.  
What we can point out here is that what counts as good practice is something which has been 
historically fashioned, and fashioned comparatively recently.  A whole set of practices, and 
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relationships between student and lecturer, which we can term ‘progressive’, would have looked 
rather strange two hundred years or so ago.  Rote methods were once the only conceivable 
technique for education, a set of educational practices which were good enough to produce a 
Shakespeare or a Spenser  (their aestheticism was something which was formed, paradoxically, 
out of an educational background which stressed remorseless repetition, rote learning, and the 
complete absence of any ‘meaningfulness’ from the instructional scene).  The idea that material 
had to be meaningful to the student to be easily apprehended is likewise a relatively recent one 
(Kendall 1991).  Even though techniques to aid rote learning were invented, the essence of 
instruction was sure knowledge or ‘memory’. 
 
There are two ways to think about how we might use this idea that progressivism has a history  
First of all, we can assume that this historical path is one which leads us ever upwards and 
onwards.  We can look back on the follies of the past and rejoice that we live in a more 
enlightened age.  The alternative to this rather self-satisfied approach is to use this sense that 
progressivism is not a necessary way to organise instruction as an opportunity to rethink its value 
and its effectiveness.  As this paper proceeds, we shall develop some arguments which question 
the holy status of progressivism, but first we need to make some more remarks on its historical 
emergence. 
 
As Hoskin (1993) has argued, in the mid to late 18th century university teaching was rapidly 
overhauled.  At this time,  the seminar and the classroom were made into forms that would be 
recognisable to us today.  In short,  there was a move away from recitation and remembering 
toward written work and ‘real’ methodology.  The lecture theatre or classroom and the seminar 
room became places of a new type of knowledge acquisition predicated on dialogue, but also on 
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discipline, as the learner was subjected to more and more thorough assessment and examination. 
 Kendall (1991) has argued that this is the moment when a psychology of the learner was 
invented.  Previously, the internalisation of knowledge was a psychologically unproblematic 
activity, but by about 1750 a variety of obstacles may impede the process - such as how 
interesting the text, or how motivated the learner.  What is now taken for granted - the necessity 
for teaching to engage the attention of the student - required an historically located 
reorganisation of the ethical and technical character of the teaching situation. 
 
At the end of the 18th century, then, teaching instruction in the university is reorganised.  This is 
also the time when the human sciences begin their long process of formation. These knowledges 
were to provide the expertise to theorise the new forms of social organisation, and new forms of 
personhood, that Hoskin (1993) has suggested first emerged in educational settings.  In 1750 
there was really only one way of teaching. After 1800 there exists the possibility of  tension 
between two modes of teaching - traditional and progressive.  We shall pick up on this tension 
later in the paper.  The new mentality has its analogues in a variety of domains.  For example, at 
the level of politics and public order, the triumph of liberalism is marked by the valorisation of  
the active citizen as the guarantor of his/her own obedience and docility (Burchell, 1991).  At 
this level of politics, the production of order becomes a dialogue between the administrator and 
the citizen, rather than an imposition upon the citizen.  In addition, order becomes conditional 
upon a citizen who can engage in an internal dialogue with the self.  In the realm of education, 
exactly the same transformation is wrought. The student becomes part of the principle of their 
own education, rather than having knowledge ‘imposed’ upon them from the outside (via the 
teacher).  
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The incitement to turn the lecture theatre and tutorial room into places where everyone has the 
right to say something has its genesis, then, in a series of social experiments which, in search of 
more efficient and thorough techniques for guaranteeing order, hit upon personal growth and 
freedom as the necessary conditions to accompany instruction.  In this light, an education which 
did not respect and develop the rights of the student became a political impossibility, while the 
stabilisation of political order, which was seen to require an educated populace (Jones and 
Williamson 1979), constructed that order through a learner who regulated him/herself as a 
practice of freedom.     
 
This relationship between effective learning, freedom or flexibility and activity of the student is 
clearly the case in the modern university.   In a series of publications produced by QUT, 
academics are given guidelines for ‘enhancing their teaching and learning’.  In ‘Teaching for 
Learning’, academics are asked to ‘provide an environment that encourages students to interact 
with you and with each other’ (Ballantyne, Borthwick and Packer 1997d, p2).  Similarly, in 
‘Interactive Teaching Strategies’ academics are informed that ‘all students participating in 
activities should be made to feel that their contributions are valued’ (Ballantyne, Borthwick and 
Packer 1997b, p1).  Moreover, ‘variety in teaching is important for student interest ... and 
furniture arrangements are important in maximising student participation in interactive teaching 
and learning’ (Ballantyne, Borthwick and Packer 1997b, p5).  More often than not, ‘interactive 
teaching strategies’ and ‘variety in teaching’ have become euphemisms for the use of modern 
technologies.   
 
Problematising the domain assumptions of progressive education. 
 
 
 10 
Pointing to the historical contingency of concerns over ‘growth and personal freedom’ within 
education leads to the second major point of this paper: that the conceptual foundations of such 
concerns have themselves now been problematised within the broader fields of social and 
cultural theory.  That is, the familiar, humanist underpinnings of progressive education, such as a 
concern for the true, inner self and the development of the whole person, have been challenged 
by other contemporary, post-modern theories of identity formation.  We can begin by putting the 
liberal conception of self under the microscope.  Ian Hunter, for example, draws our attention to 
a variety of critical theories of education, theories which: 
 
derive the principles of education from a certain image of the person.  This is a conception 
of the person as a self developing subject, who ` learns’ through freedom, and for whom the 
school is thus only an instrument of the person’s own self-realisation ... (Hunter 1994, 
p145-146). 
 
Examples of this humanist position are legion.  In Dialogue with Youth, a series of conversation 
with university students, Mears (1973) adopts just such a model - one  which betrays a familiar 
set of domain assumptions concerning the ‘self’.  Covering a wide range of issues, Mears arrives 
at a number of conclusions: for example, that ‘youthful’ resistance to both society and parents is 
natural; that the behaviour of youth is more extreme than adult behaviour because young people 
are not yet mature enough to cope adequately with basic human drives; that students use the 
media of clothes, drugs and sex to express itself; and that university is a time of trying to find out 
who one really is.  This last claim is a telling one. 
 
In a section entitled, ‘Do you ever wonder, what is the real me?’, Mears (1973, p262) looks at 
what he see as university students’ characteristic search for their inner identity.  He argues that 
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the variety of differing contexts within which young people find themselves, and the various 
social forces which impinge upon them, result in a clouding of the inner self - a distorting of 
reality.  He maintains that although students often play a number of different social roles, unless 
these roles emanate from the natural person within, they will be nothing more than falsehoods.  
As a consequence, he says, the ‘"real me" [will be] quite submerged in a flood of psychological 
turmoil’ (Mears, 1973, p286).  Mears goes on to say: 
 
In each of the many spheres in which we live we have to establish our own social identity.  
At university youth establishes his own characteristics as an individual ... The same process 
evolves at home, and with his girl.  However, each of these situations, the university, home 
life, and the relationship with his girl, are constantly changing.  But the inner sense of 
identity remains unchanged. (Mears, 1973, p270) 
 
Indeed, Mears not only regards the search for the ‘true person within’ as one of the primary 
functions of education, he also regards it as one of the defining characteristics of student life.  
 
This position, one which necessarily underpins the logic of progressive education, has been 
called into question by work which does not locate the ‘self’ as something that exists inside all 
individuals - the true ‘inner being’.  In such work, the ‘self’ is positioned as an historical 
contingency, an historically variable collection of attributes that human individuals may or may 
not exhibit in specific contexts.  Mauss (1985) provides disparate examples in defence of this 
reasoning.  The central focus of this work is upon those societies where personhood is 
`externally’ acquired, such as in societies structured around clan and fraternal loyalties (which 
principally means ancient Europe and non-European societies), as opposed to societies where it 
is internally organised.  Mauss argues that the contours of personhood are dependent at any given 
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moment upon the social and historical contexts of their formation.  Since these are subject to 
considerable variation, so too is the category of person.  Thus, the ‘person’ neither has its genesis 
in some unrefined biological and psychological essence of the ‘individual’, nor is it the 
inevitable outcome of simply being human.  Rather, personhood should be regarded as a set of 
statuses, rights and obligations which may be allocated under certain circumstances.  It is a 
contingent mechanism for publicly organising the attributes and social relations available to 
members of a given society - such as, for example, those personages which make up a university 
- professor, student, parking warden.  Thus, the use of modern technology in teaching is not 
simply the best and most effective way of assisting learners in realising their ‘full potential’, it is 
just a new component amidst the complex processes through which lecturers and students 
fashion their identities, relations and practices. 
 
The final purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the relationship that has developed between 
more traditional educational practices and those termed broadly ‘progressive’.  We have argued 
elsewhere (Tait, Kendall and Carpenter 1996) that during the past two hundred years there has 
been an ongoing dialogue between the progressive and the traditional positions. 
 
The Shameful Secret: the links between traditional and progressive education. 
 
The lecture is a form of teaching imbued with both progressive and traditional educational 
practices.  As previously argued, the ‘smart lecture theatre’ is a technological attempt to move 
this space toward progressive educational ideals by presenting material in a stimulating and 
challenging manner.  After all, an interested learner is a motivated learner.  However, the very 
organisation of  the lecture theatre, the teacher/learner ratio (200-400:1 and growing), and the 
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volume of material to be covered in 1-2 hours per week, encourages a style of presentation based 
on the active teacher and passive learner.  Rote learning is the central learning style in many 
lectures, especially in large core courses, and especially in subjects which are compelled to cover 
a core syllabus.  Even in publications premised upon progressive education ideals, rote learning 
is implicit.  For example ‘the last 5-10 minutes of any lecture is an ideal time to question students 
on the main points that you covered in the lecture’ (Ballantyne, Borthwick and Packer (1997b, 
p2).  This is positioned as a component of an interactive teaching strategy to encourage student 
involvement in large groups.  Nevertheless, it is also clearly dependent upon rote learning.   
 
But, it is argued, if the lecture is underpinned by traditional practices, the tutorial and seminar  
are wholly progressive.  It is in the tutorial and the seminar that students are able to explore ideas 
in a dialogical relationship with the tutor, develop a variety of skills and extend their knowledge 
in a personally meaningful way. However, it is not difficult to unpack such learning experiences 
as underpinned by traditional practices.  Student presentations may well be based on rote 
learning.  For example, in a presentation on human rights, students must be able to recite specific 
knowledge about the concept: central characteristics, its history, its international and national 
status, its legal protocols, its policy implications, and so on.  While such aspects may only be a 
part of the seminar, the recitation of these facts are essential to a presentation that goes beyond 
these facts and demonstrates the necessary thought and reflection.  Taking the argument one step 
further, however, adequately demonstrating ‘thought and reflection’ may itself be a set of rote-
learned protocols and answers.  For example, the sophisticated claim that human rights are 
culturally relative, may simply be the result of students reading, remembering and repeating the 
required course material. 
 
 
 14 
Interestingly, when the student takes over the role of teacher, similar sets of expectations vis-a-
vis the use of modern technology come into play.  It is not generally regarded as sufficient for a 
student to simply recite their presentation from prepared notes.  Not only are they expected to 
‘engage’ the other students in a dialogic learning experience, they are expected to bring all 
possible technological resources to bear in the process - overheads, tapes, videos, and 
increasingly, powerpoint presentations from portable computers.  As with lecturers themselves, 
the use of technology in presentations now forms a component of the persona of the diligent 
student.     
 
Finally, assessment, whether exam or essay, relies upon traditional methods of learning.  While 
an exam is more straightforward (with almost all exam preparation either partly or wholly rote 
learning), a critical essay has as its bedrock a recitation of the facts about the issue.  For example, 
within education faculties across Australia, students are tested upon their knowledge of 
‘progressive education’ itself.  This by no means simply requires the ability to apply the concept 
within pedagogic contexts, rather it is founded upon the acquisition and internalisation of facts 
which constitute a significant component of any exam answer: the history of progressive 
education, its dominant features, its leading advocates, and its relation to liberal, critical and 
instrumental educational philosophies. Whether it is admitted or not, such rote learning of the 
facts is necessary in order to demonstrate knowledge.  Even in open essay topics, rarely do 
students construct a question without guidance from their tutor.  In a QUT publication entitled 
‘Assessment’, academics are informed that ‘collaborative assessment allows learners to play an 
active role in self assessment and/or assessing fellow learners, although the teacher usually has 
the final decisive role in actual certification’ (Ballantyne, Borthwick and Packer 1997c, p2).   In 
this way, students explore issues that are relevant or interesting to them, but in ways managed by 
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the tutor.  The point that emerges from this is that the objectives of progressivism actually 
require traditional practices working alongside them in order to function.   
 
Importantly for this paper, technology cannot bypass this dynamic.  While it maintains the 
importance of progressive education because it  ‘opens opportunities for interactivity which are 
educationally imperative’ (Taylor, Lopez and Quadrelli 1996, p104) it must find itself in the 
same quandary as more ‘old-fashioned’ forms of information delivery. After all, even in the era 
of flexible delivery (as well as life-long learning, video-conferencing, and the virtual classroom), 
where students are encouraged to be active learners and co-designers of their own curricula, in 
the final analysis, they still instructed and assessed by practices grounded in the most ancient of 
all learning philosophies ... repeat after me ...  
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Conclusion. 
 
It is often argued that progressive education has most currency within the faculties of 
Humanities, Arts and Education, but a recent article in Inside QUT, and in the context of 
university maths, demonstrates the support of progressive over traditional teaching methods 
throughout the university.   
 
The kind of exercises we set the students do positively reinforce a surface learning 
approach - that means rote learning without much understanding ... Lecturers universally 
claim to be committed to teaching students to understand the subject matter , but the 
exercises that they give students to practice actually encourages them to rote learn ... What 
we are not doing - where we are letting our students down - is that we are not training them 
to understand (Hubbard 1996, p1). 
 
Ruth Hubbard’s polemic indicates clearly both the relationship and the perceived superiority of 
progressive over traditional teaching methods - no mean triumph in an area such as university 
maths.  In contrast, this paper has suggested that arguments against traditional techniques like 
rote learning, as in the above example, come down to nothing more than assertions about morally 
superiority, a fact which denies the long and complex dynamic between traditional and 
progressive education.   
 
Furthermore, as we have argued, a common measure of an academic’s commitment to 
progressive education is the deployment of all available forms of teaching technology.  That is, 
the use of modern technology has an ethical dimension due to it being situated within notions of 
good practice.  This conflation of the technical and the ethical is central to progressive education, 
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specifically the notion that learning is an active process that requires freedom and autonomy on 
the part of the learner.  ‘Technological teaching’, ‘flexible delivery’, and ‘on-line education’  
with their emphasis on student learning through activity, are simply logical steps along this path. 
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